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Abstract 
This paper focuses on traditional roles conferred by Japanese society upon women, of being a 
good wife and a wise mother. These traditional roles were the creation of a past era based on 
the ideologies of past. Reconsidering those traditional roles in the changing era such as in 
postwar years, does lead to an understanding of women questioning those stereotypes which 
are expected of them such as marriage, child-bearing, role of good wife and wise mother. With 
the advent of new era circumstances and needs of women are changing and they are becoming 
more aspirational even outside their homes. This paper delves into studying the gender 
stereotypes in Japanese society, factors that work to sustain such gender roles, how with the 
changing times, women view their traditional roles of being a wife and a mother, what makes 
them to think beyond the boundaries of these traditional roles, how they go on actualizing their 
aspirations for realizing their self-worth and gain recognition and the existing reality of 
socioeconomic structures. This paper finally examines whether women in Japanese society 
have overcome the traditional gender discourse or does it still find adherence by women in the 
changing times.     
 
Keywords: Japanese women, Japanese society, gender, feminine values, traditional roles, role 
of wife and mother.  
 
Introduction  
Postwar Japanese society is seen as majorly middle class. Until recently an ideal middle-class 
family life in the postwar years continued to be described as the one where there is a gendered 
division of labor with a single bread winner in the family in the form of a salaryman and a 
‘professional housewife’ who also plays the role of stay-at home mother. Woman married to a 
salaryman (who is employed in a large corporation with a stable salary and predictable career 
through lifelong employment system), who takes up motherhood as a lifelong career and as a 
good wife supports her husband’s dedication to the corporation, while taking care of the 
household and children, was the ideal form of family life in the postwar years. Even the state 
policies and company practices also encouraged stay-at-home mothers for the greater good of 
the corporation as well as the state. Woman supporting the educational achievements and 
career advancement of her children while performing these roles as a wife and mother, thereby 
derives her self-identity and middle-class status. That middle-class status is further reinforced 
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by their acting as an education mother (kyoiku mama) to their children and supporting them to 
achieve the same middle-class status through education and employment. 
In this scenario, contribution by the male members to the family income does become 
visible, while the sacrifice on part of the women in the family goes either unnoticed or less 
appreciated. Therefore, in such a situation, the question that naturally comes up is, does not it 
lead to a sense of inadequacy or dissatisfaction suffered by Japanese women when their 
sacrifice in serving their families go unappreciated. Therefore, this paper looks into the ways 
how women in postwar Japanese society view their traditional roles. Do they find a sense of 
confinement in these roles or they receive these roles ungrudgingly? For this purpose, the 
studies and interviews conducted by anthropologists have been referred to and text based 
studies have been carried out to consider this issue.  
Since the studies conducted by the anthropologists have been taken into consideration to 
ponder over this issue, however, there lies an apprehension in relying on anthropological 
studies as the participant-observer method used in anthropology runs the risk of being 
interpretive on part of the anthropologist. Judith Stacey enumerates the contradiction 
embedded in feminist ethnography where she mentions that with very rare exceptions it is the 
researcher who narrates, who authors an ethnography. Ethnography is a written document 
structured primarily by a researcher’s purposes, offering a researcher’s interpretations, 
registered in a researcher’s voice. Nevertheless, one can do little to ameliorate, the problems 
of intervention. However, by being aware and humble about the partiality it is possible to reap 
potential benefits of partially feminist ethnography (Stacey, 1988). Moreover, the interview 
based studies are the ways to look closer into the lives and experiences of the research subjects 
and gaining a better, real understanding. Therefore, anthropological studies deem to be the apt 
means to rely on, in order to examine this issue.   
The main argument in this paper is that Japanese women do have an ambivalent attitude 
towards their traditional roles of being a wife and a mother. They do seek their identity beyond 
the confinements of household which was based on traditional notions. And despite holding 
aspirations, working to become socially proactive with a view to progress in social arena 
outside the confines of home, these women see motherhood as their primary duty in life. The 
expression of motherhood may vary according to the class and social differences. The target 
cohort of women as the subject of this study, come from different class and social backgrounds. 
The time span ranging from immediate postwar years to the post-bubble years has been taken 
up for considering this issue.  
 
Conflicting notions towards Ryosai Kenbo ideology in postwar period 
Women born in prewar or early postwar years were trained with the ideals of Meiji era Ryosai 
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Kenbo (good wife and wise mother) which regards home as the microcosm of Japanese 
statehood and women were delegated the task of creating better Japanese citizens through 
homemaking and educating the children. The notion of Ryosai Kenbo or “good wife and wise 
mother” which was promoted by Meiji intellectuals in the late nineteenth century, was an 
important step towards establishing gendered division of labor and child-rearing. While the 
postwar notions of motherhood found nurturance and child-rearing as inherent or natural in 
women’s nature, it was an imposed form of an ideal role. Some feminists are of the view that 
such settings compromise individual rights of women, autonomy and equality (Borovoy, 
2005). On the other hand, there were conflicting opinions among Japanese women related to 
the traditional role of a good wife and a wise mother which became the underlying ideology 
for ‘professional housewife’. Some women saw being full-time professional housewives and 
tending to the needs of the family and children as providing them identity and status, other saw 
this role as confining and suppressing as far as realizing the women potential is concerned. 
(Vogel, 2013). 
The full-time professional housewives derived their strength through the role of being a wife 
and mother. This is illustrated by the concept of amae or empathy, a sort of dependency of 
husband and children on the wife and mother. Since with the economic prosperity there was a 
rise in the middle class and salaryman culture, it entailed in division of labor where husbands 
devoted themselves for the most part of the day to their work, while women devoted 
themselves to their homes and families. They derived a form of strength by being a pillar that 
provided care and dependency and thereby derived their own independence in taking decisions 
as far as family matters were concerned.  
On the other hand, around 1970s feminist groups were also forming in Japan who advocated 
for recognition of social and economic value of services rendered by the full-time housewives. 
However, their approach was not combative and confrontational as against their Western 
counterparts. They made efforts for bringing equality among men and women in education 
and employment. Despite these efforts, the ideal of a good wife and wise mother who stays at 
home and tends to the needs of the family remained prevalent in the postwar years too, as the 
core feminine values for women. 
Traditional role of being a mother brought recognition and status to Japanese women. If so, 
then what caused these women who were educated with the deeply held notions of 
motherhood and family, to view notions of family and community as problematic. There was 
a unanimous consent over the origin of viewing traditional roles as problematic among the 
researchers in literature review. The roots of the problem lied in too much care extended by 
the women to the husband and children through self-sacrifice, while over-indulgence on part 
of the husband and children in response to such care.   
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Alcoholism: an example of over indulgence in excessive care   
Amy Borovoy in her study discusses ‘codependency’, a term borrowed from American 
Psychology to describe the familiar relations. Codependency theory of the 1980s characterizes 
the obsessiveness, low self-worth, repression, self-loathing when taking self into account 
because that is selfish. In short, codependents are those who think and feel responsible for 
other people, who anticipate other people’s needs and who let another person’s behaviour 
affect him or her. American feminist therapists see this codependency or more social 
involvement as an obstacle in self-actualization. This codependency comes with two 
consequences. One, it asks for nurturance and self-sacrifice on part of women. On the other 
hand, it leads to destructive behaviour on part of their family members who indulge too much 
presuming on the nurturing nature of women. The problem of alcoholism on part of Japanese 
men and remaining absent from their work was seen in light of this tendency. 
An example of this over-indulgence can be seen in the alcohol problem of the male member 
of family. Alcohol is an integral part of daily, social, working and family life in Japan. Women 
bore with the problem of their husband’s alcoholism through the virtues of patience (gaman) 
and endurance (nintai), without seeking any outside help. In fact, very few doctors are 
educated about alcoholism, to draw a subtle distinction between heavy drinking and 
alcoholism as a disease requiring special forms of treatment. So, it was public ignorance about 
the nature of alcoholism and addiction coupled with lack of education on part of the doctors 
also to confirm alcoholism as a disease. The alcoholism of husband was normalized in daily 
family life as long as it does not create any social disruption. As long as the woman of the 
house was able to make excuses for her husband to his boss, her neighbors or extended family, 
alcoholism went unrecognized as a clinical and social problem. Husband’s alcoholism was 
taken to be a deeper problem when it led to his inability to work thereby marking a departure 
from normal social functioning. (Borovoy, ibid). 
In Japan, the physicians, until recently, kept treating such patients with the term arukoru 
chudoku (alcohol poisoning). In recent years there has been a growing movement among 
physicians to educate the public and the medical world about the notion of alcoholism as an 
addictive disease. These physicians use the term arukoru izonsho (alcohol dependency 
syndrome) to describe alcoholism. To cure the addiction of alcoholism, it requires a major 
commitment on the part of the drinker himself and a profound spiritual, psychological 
transformation as well. And, while in the process of managing their husband’s addiction of 
alcoholism, women started becoming aware of new discourses of self-exploration and self- 
expression. They stopped being sorry for themselves for their husband’s addiction with alcohol 
and stopped feeling that they were not being “good enough” wives and mothers. Instead, they 
 5 
 
started asking if they were being “too good”. Thus, alcoholism is not the only issue, rather, it 
is one of the examples which bring forth the problems lying beneath the surface of 
unquestioning devotion and service on part of Japanese women.  
Citing insights of Japanese psychiatrist, Borovoy goes on discussing the latent pattern of 
addiction in the form of “good wife” which is prevalent in Japanese society and critically 
analyses the social problems of alcoholism and co-dependency. Due to lack of the term ‘Co-
dependency’, women knew that caring too well for a member is a virtue but they did not know 
where to draw a line between self and other. Before being aware, women’s co-dependency 
was seen by them in affectionate terms which was in fact producing a counterproductive and 
destructive behaviour on part of their husbands and children. Therefore, it became necessary 
and useful in Japan to allow women to explore the subtle distinction between “healthy” and 
“destructive” interdependence. 
 
Amae – an integral form of behavioural tendencies 
When Borovoy uses `codependency`, there exists a Japanese equivalent term for it in 
psychiatry which is amae and which forms an integral part of behaviour in every social circle 
be it workplace or family. The concept of amae is described by Doi Takeo in The Anatomy of 
Dependence as the intimate dependency of an infant on its mother is the Japanese ideal 
prototype for all social relationships. Amae is “the desire to be passively loved” and to presume 
on familiarity in order to behave in a self-indulgent manner. Doi’s notion of family is of a more 
personalized nature, a nuclear family rooted in the maternalist images of indulgence, 
nurturance, sensitivity and interdependence. (Doi, 2014). 
Though Doi describes the relation between mother and child as prototype of all Japanese 
relationships, it obscures the possibility of exploitation or abuse of power on either side. The 
care of mother is considered to be benevolent and nurturing which cannot be questioned 
however, child’s innocent need for mother may cross the line from innocence to selfishness 
and exploitation.  
While for women, amae was the chief mechanism of social control over their families. 
While serving her husband and children, she expected compliant behaviour from her family 
(hardworking husband and filial children), yet it was not guaranteed as women were making 
self-sacrifices while such contracts were being broken. Thus, women started questioning such 
self-sacrifice. They started challenging the role of wife and mother, which was also in a sense 
challenging the national ideology which proclaimed the virtue of Japanese culture. They 
sought to impose limits on the kinds of care they would provide. 
While performing the role of wife and mother and being a support system for her family 
members, it was being felt by women as unreasonably excessive dependence of family 
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members on them is adding to the vice whereas a sense of lacking in their personality was 
constantly being felt to pay heed to. The aspiration to get their work acknowledged by others 
and a sense of achievement worked as a catalyst to make them cultivate their hobbies and 
interests. This shift of energy was looking for and finding ways for a transition from the 
familial duties to self-actualization.  
 
Cultural practices a path of gaining social status and hence self-identity 
In order to carve their own niche, gain confidence and self-identity women indulge in various 
outdoor activities apart from their household duties. Some women start working and juggle 
between the household and workplace responsibilities. While some middle-class women who 
had the money and time they started engaging in cultural practices such as tea-ceremony to 
gain recognition and status.  
In postwar period, women’s cultivating temae through tea ceremony and presenting those 
formalized body movements of a particular kind, sent a message to the society. Etsuko Kato 
in her book ` The Tea Ceremony and Women’s Empowerment in Modern Japan:Bodies re-
presenting the past ` says that temae is a sign which bears symbolic and cultural capital which 
are different from the economic capital or material wealth what the male members of the 
family have. Tea ceremony comprises both cultural and symbolic capital because it entails 
knowledge, skills and technical qualifications, like education. While at the same time, tea 
ceremony holds symbolic capital also which entails honor and prestige derived through 
association with iemoto and deriving traditional authority from them. 
Tea ceremony became a means for non-dominant but ambitious groups to obtain symbolic-
cultural capital in the form of education and prestige, honor through their association with 
socially higher strata and thereby raising their own social status. It is quite evident that in the 
postwar period, one of the ‘nondominant social groups’ was women in urban areas. These 
women while performing the roles of housewives, supporting the success of their husbands 
and children, aspired to search for meaning in their own lives and equilibrating themselves 
with the male family members who have the economic and cultural (-education) capital.  
Kato mentions in her study that male scholars have often lamented women’s association 
with tea ceremony as it resulted in deviation from and degradation of tea ceremony through 
emphasis on bodiliness as against the spiritual and Buddhist meaning which are associated 
with this cultural activity. Such contexts and explanations represent the notions of gender bias 
deeply rooted in Japanese society even in the case of practicing cultural activities. However, 
as refutation of such bias, she argues that temae or use of body has always been an integral 
part of tea ceremony regardless of gender and historical time, and that modern women’s 
interest in bodily performance is by no means a degradation of tea ceremony. This argument 
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by the author resonates with the views in feminist studies where the body is the locus of 
interaction between repressive social forces and women’s subjective reactions to those forces. 
She argues that temae, for contemporary, urban, middle-class women practitioners, is a means 
to acquire new knowledge and thus acquire a type of power. These practices play a strategic 
role by helping women to acquire their unique place in society through educating and 
empowering them. Therefore, the main objective behind practicing tea ceremony and thereby 
learning temae lies in women’s empowerment through this cultural activity. 
Etsuko Kato describes tea ceremony as bodily discipline. The word ‘discipline’ here means 
controlling one’s body movements so as to control one’s mind. The author supports her 
argument that tea ceremony is a discipline, based on the theory of discipline proposed by 
Michel Foucault. She adds that these body movements require training and yet it is impossible 
to reach perfection. It always holds room for improvement. So, there is endlessness of body 
discipline combined with endlessness of mental discipline in the form of constant self-
reflection and improvement. (Etsuko, 2004). 
Although Kato’s using Foucault’s ideology of discipline has received a mild criticism for 
using it in the context of tea ceremony as the repercussions of this theory are different from 
what Kato discusses. However, it is clear from the above description that tea ceremony was 
one of the spaces where women gained empowerment in their own self. This was one step 
towards empowerment gained and felt by women in their inner self and such empowerment 
required recognition from the outside world too.   
 
Postwar cultural nationalism and women engagement outside household 
Kato further elaborates on two postwar phenomena that took place related to tea ceremony in 
the context of women empowerment. First, birth of sogo-bunka discourse and second, 
feminization of tea ceremony. After the Second World War, political nationalism was 
demolished but cultural nationalism survived. Many in the postwar Japanese society felt the 
lurking crisis on traditional Japanese culture in the wake of Americanization and expressed 
concerns to protect traditional Japanese culture. Postwar cultural nationalism was presented in 
the form of dichotomy between Japan/the East and America/the West by highlighting the 
uniqueness of Japanese culture as typified in the discussion on Japanese traits (nihonjinron) 
which flourished in the 1970s. It was aimed at preserving people’s cultural identity.  
Tea ceremony was presented by the postwar cultural nationalists as a synthetic cultural 
system (sogo bunka taikei)—as a comprehension of traditional Japanese culture, assimilating 
as many traditional cultural domains as possible into the tea ceremony. It includes not only art, 
morality or philosophy, but also religion.  
Schools provided raison d’etre for traditional cultural activities and tea ceremony that the 
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increasing Western industrialization and materialistic civilization is causing unhappiness 
among Japanese people and the uniqueness of Japanese culture summarized in the tea 
ceremony can provide a succour to Japanese people (and probably enable them to save 
unhappy Western people too, by teaching the unique Japanese culture/tea ceremony).  
That is how postwar cultural nationalism elevated the tea ceremony as sogo-bunka, or a 
comprehension of every domain of Japanese traditional culture. Women can hold either to 
postwar-born sogo-bunka discourse or to the Meiji-born temae-oriented discourse; holders of 
the former discourse, which encourages women to ‘study’ (benkyo-suru) things beyond temae, 
are more respected among their colleagues than the latter. Various traditional authority derives 
from the practice of tea ceremony. The more one ‘studies’ the more one has access to this 
authority. 
Second phenomenon that led to feminization of tea ceremony after 1945, was the ‘postwar 
family system’. The cohort of women which is the target group of this study by Kato, were 
born between 1925 and 1950, the generation of ‘high birth rate, low death rate’. ‘Postwar 
family system’ facilitated the popularization of tea ceremony. The majority of women in this 
cohort were (sub-) urban housewives of full-time white collar urban workers with an average 
of two children. These women post child-rearing period sought for work or hobbies to do for 
the remaining decades of their lives. Establishment of many institutions of adult cultural 
education further facilitated the return of former practitioners after a few decades to brush up 
their skills. Besides, this group of women another group of women who were in their twenties 
also facilitated the popularization of tea ceremony. Postwar secondary education did not have 
saho courses in their curriculum to cultivate manners and etiquettes among young women and 
which were essential part of bridal training too. Lack of such opportunities in school education 
led these women to attend tea ceremony at club activities or with private teachers. Such 
circumstances led to seeing the popularization of tea ceremony as, not a Meiji-born but a 
postwar-born phenomenon. With the tea ceremony becoming fashionable, the postwar 
housewives aspired to ascend and acquire authentic teachings of the iemoto.   
To put it briefly, in order to restore the shine of traditional Japanese culture, which was 
waning in the wake of rapid economic growth and industrialization, the iemoto had to 
revitalize the pyramid system where they stood at the top and the only group which formed 
the bottom and middle section of this pyramid were none other than the women under the 
‘postwar family system’.  
Between the bottom and the middle, between the women pupils and women teachers who 
constitute each shachu, exists not only a vertical, senior-junior relationship, but also a 
horizontal relationship or communitas where women have empathy and understanding of each 
other’s fulfilment and social constraints as wives, mothers and caregivers under the postwar 
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family system. Each woman knows that the others, like herself, have their bodies as the only 
objects they own to occupy a certain space in society.  
Therefore, women in these shachu, transmit and inscribe saho or etiquettes on their bodies, 
transmit the myths from the past on their bodies, create and expand each other’s space in 
society. This comes with the consequence that they are not confined to the household, the tea 
ceremony provides them a means to present their craft or bodily performance which is seen 
not only by men but also by female colleagues and society and at the same time presents the 
physical-spiritual facet of their personalities. Hence, this is how women became more socially 
proactive in postwar era. Though there were other outside activities also where women actively 
participated such as neighbourhood communities organized for environment protection and 
protection of consumer rights by providing quality products at reasonable prices etc., yet to 
limitation of space and scope of this study, it is circumscribed to the study of cultural practice 
of tea ceremony.  
 
Women empowerment derived from cultural practices 
Scholars often argue that women in the postwar family system had time and affluence which 
afforded them the luxury of practicing tea ceremony. However, there is another factor that is 
playing part here. Women are engaged in domestic chores, supporting the success of their 
husbands and children, caring for the elderly etc. They do get acknowledgement and 
appreciation for these tasks. Still, it often gets by unacknowledged as it does not result in any 
economic capital or are not recognized by the society in a broader sense which engendered a 
feeling of lacking achievement among these housewives. Thus, despite having the luxury and 
affluence of being a middle-class housewife, they wanted to earn their own recognition and 
place in society. In order to equilibrate themselves with the educational and economic capital 
of their husbands and children, women by practicing temae, acquire kyojo or permission to 
learn and teach temae. They derive symbolic capital through their proximity to the honor and 
prestige of the iemoto. As long as the traditional authority of tea ceremony stems from the 
myths of male predecessors or patriarchy, married women owe in part their empowerment to 
the practice of this traditionally male activity. Besides, kyojo licences to teach the tea ceremony 
are economic capital. Hence, it will not be a fallacy to say that tea ceremony provides a 
platform to women gaining empowerment through its practice making them the guardians and 
(re-) presenters of tradition and acknowledged by society at large. These women gained a form 
of social standing not just in the form of being a good wife and mother within the house but 
also as an educator outside their homes leading to the fulfilment of their personal as well as 
professional aspirations. 
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Intersectional social divisions 
Having learned that women becoming more actively engaged in activities outside their homes 
and families, it will not be a fallacy to say that asymmetrical gender relations still exist in 
Japanese society. So far, the anthropological studies that this paper has referred to, mostly take 
postwar middle-class women into consideration. Middle class women is one cohort group to 
study women’s social position in Japanese society. However, focusing only on middle class 
women will make the scope of study quite narrow. In order to have a wholistic picture on 
women’s situation, they need to be considered across various social strata to understand how 
they experience the traditional role and their own self. Middle class women somehow own the 
resources to pave their way of self-fulfilment and self-identity, however, what about the 
women who do not have the luxury of enjoying such resources or opportunities of self-
fulfilment. The middle class married women are taken as a reference point against which 
divorced or single mothers are culturally referred to as deviants or anomalies. Therefore, the 
need arises to look into interactions between gender and class and hence intersectionality 
becomes essential to consider women’s experiences related to the hierarchy of gender and 
class.  
In intersectional approach, feminists do touch upon the social divisions. Social divisions are 
axes of social power but also involve actual, concrete people. Social divisions have 
organizational, intersubjective, experiential and representational forms. In other words, they 
are expressed in specific institutions and organizations and the family. They involve specific 
power and affective relationships between actual people. Social divisions also exist in the ways 
people experience subjectively their daily lives in terms of inclusion and exclusion, 
discrimination and disadvantage, specific aspirations and specific identities. (Davis, 2006) 
These social divisions such as class, gender tend to be ‘naturalized’ to be seen as resulting 
from biological destiny (Cohen, 1988, The Perversions of Inheritance). Certain naturalized 
categories are emphasized more in certain cultural traditions than others. In the context of 
Japanese society, this certainly holds true considering the naturalization of stereotypical roles 
of caring, tending, serving others in the case of women. However, social divisions and thereby 
categorical attributes are used for the construction of inclusionary/exclusionary boundaries 
determining who is entitled to certain resources and who is not. These social divisions tend to 
create hierarchies of differential access to a variety of resources- economic, political and 
cultural. (Davis, ibid). 
The reason behind touching upon social division, intersectionality here lies in looking at 
varied experiences of women in Japanese society in terms of their class and gender category  
as against the experiences of middle-class women and as against the experiences of their 
opposite gender counterpart. It becomes necessary here to incorporate the study of women 
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experiences across different sections of society in order to widen the range of this study. 
Therefore, in this paper, a study of single mothers has also been taken up for consideration as 
how single mothers view the traditional roles of a mother and how they go about fulfilling 
them. For this purpose, ethnographic study conducted by Aya Ezawa in her book ‘Single 
Mothers in Contemporary Japan: Motherhood, Class and Reproductive Practice (2016)’ is 
taken up for consideration.  
 
Struggle faced by single mothers  
Since the bursting of the economic bubble and the long recession that followed, inequality in 
Japanese society (which has been considered predominantly middle class) and poverty came 
to be recognized as important social issues. In relation to this, child poverty was recognized as 
an urgent social issue, which was driven largely by the poverty rate of single mothers.  Aya 
studies the inequality and stratification in Japanese family life based on the life stories of single 
mothers who raised children during the Heisei recession, which lasted from the 1990s to the 
early 2000s. This study aids in a better understanding of the class dynamics of family life and 
of the gender dimensions of social class in contemporary Japan. 
Her analysis divides the mother into two groups: single mothers from the pre-Bubble 
generation, who were born in the 1950s, and single mothers who came of age in the 1970s and 
1980s when the Japanese economy was at its peak and who are known as Bubble generation. 
Single mothers from the pre-Bubble generation were raised in hardships and had seen the 
turmoil. They were proactive in embracing new changes in family life and critically viewed 
the patriarchal family system based on traditional prewar values. They believed in attaining 
education and gaining employment as a means of ensuring economic independence as well as 
social mobility. The women interviewed from this generation had often held gender-unequal, 
and thus negative, views of traditional marriage, and they narrated their single motherhood as 
not being a surprising consequence for them.  
While the single mothers who came of age in the Bubble generation were, as Ezawa 
mentions, were bored of the readily available education and employment opportunities. They 
took the university education for granted and lacked the ambition to take advantage of 
educational opportunities, taking control of their lives and resisting traditional family norms. 
Ezawa says that because these women grew up in the times when economic growth was at its 
peak, when salaryman and full-time housewife role were seen as ideal, they were likely to 
perceive marriage and motherhood as markers of social achievement which brought social 
status and identity. These women whom Ezawa interviewed had tried to maintain traditional 
marriages however, found realities that deviated from the traditional gender patterns, including 
spouse unemployment, debts, violence, or childlessness, realities which were adverse to the 
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continuation of their marriages. 
The life of being a single mother in Japanese society has its own difficulties and hardships 
in the form of gaining stable employment and adequate living conditions which is more to 
blame on the Japan’s social policy and employment system that promotes stay-at-home 
motherhood as ideal and not only that provides assistance to married mothers more than to the 
single mothers. The onus lies more on the single mothers to work full time and support their 
families as there is a social stigma attached to the single mothers receiving public assistance. 
So, they do avail the children allowance but that to facilitate their fulfilment of motherly role, 
not to provide an alternative to their not so good economic conditions. Single mothers do find 
difficulty in balancing life and work, while some manage to get support from their parents. 
Majority of single mothers are employed in full-time jobs than their married counterparts. 
 
Intersectional analysis of single mother’s situation and their maternal practices 
It is worth to be taken note of the class distinction, social distinction in terms of upbringing, 
education, employment and income of these women as single mothers. High school graduate 
single mothers work full-time with low paying jobs. Their focus is more on fulfilment of their 
motherly roles towards their children by working outside. They do have middle class 
aspirations and hold educational ambitions for their children, still the lack of cultural resources 
hinder these ambitions. While those aspirations are there, they do not pressurize their children 
for higher educational achievements. Some decide to stay at home and emphasize more on 
providing motherly care to their children which they themselves were deprived of due to 
working parents. These are the cases of high school graduate single mothers. On the other 
hand, there are university graduate single mothers who continue to work, drawing decent 
income from work, emphasize on their children’s socialization, their enrolment in cram 
schools and arranging means to ensure the advancement of their children in education and 
employment. While some high school graduates saw the personal bond and attention between 
the mother and child as important, while university graduates sacrificed their own presence at 
home to ensure their children’s educational and cultural capital. 
Thus, differences in outlook, as far as traditional roles of being a mother is concerned, can 
be seen across women coming from different sections of society. This study by Aya Ezawa 
helps in understanding that maternal practices, in both the cases, are not just a matter of 
personal lifestyle and values, they also express mother’s understanding of the key ingredients 
necessary to realize their ambitions for their children’s future. More educated and 
economically self-dependent women perform their motherly role by being more outside home, 
while less educated and not economically well-off women regard the traditional role of being 
a mother and spending more time with their children at home as more important. Another facet 
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of this issue is that with less educated and less financially well off single mothers, poverty goes 
on perpetuating. Patriarchy based state policies do little to empower marginalized single 
mothers. Despite less help from outside, Japanese single mothers make efforts in their own 
ways to fulfil their traditional role of a mother. This study aids in capturing the 
disempowerment of marginalized single mothers and the consequences of interaction between 
factors like gender, class, patriarchy (as evident in ultimate political decisions or public policy). 
Hence, it becomes clear that single mothers, especially those who lack economic and cultural 
resources, are struggle in their lives to support their families and public policy is one factor 
amongst others which engender biasness between single and married mothers. Amongst all 
these, single mothers instead of shirking away from, go on fulfilling their traditional role of 
being a mother. Some perform this role by remaining more at home while others perform 
through their absence at home. Furthermore,  Japan`s normalization of the postwar middle-
class family makes middle class married mothers more as the reference point while 
marginalizing single mothers.  
 
Socioeconomic structures and female workforce participation 
With the changing times, a constant need is being felt to engage more and more women in the 
workplace. The conventional gender stereotypes are being challenged by women in Japan. 
However, the existing socioeconomic structures are not so favourable to support women in 
their pursuit of long term career. In comparison to other industrial nations, Japan is among the 
least gender-equal societies. (Lopez-Claros and Zahidi, 2005). Men are more privileged than 
women in gaining access to promotion, specific training programs which does affect the 
motivation and interest levels among women to strive for establishing long term career at the 
workplace. Men are hired with the notion they will contribute and stick to the workplace for 
longer, while women are recruited with short-term employment as the general perception 
suggests that they will soon afterwards get married and may or may not continue to work due 
to familial obligations, child-birth.  
On the other hand, if a woman chooses to pursue long-term career, she has to either fully 
devote herself to excel at the workplace and abandon marriage plans or if she continues to 
balance work and family life, it puts unbearable pressure on her ultimately leaving her  the 
only option to go for either of choices. Lack of effective employment policies, unaltered 
institutional structures cause lack of motivation on part of female workforce to think of 
climbing up the ladder to managerial posts at the workplace.  
Considering the current economic situation, plunging birth rates and increasingly ageing 
society, it becomes necessary to integrate larger proportion of women into workforce. 
However, women are still more inclined to their domestic roles as the work life outside holds 
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better prospects only for a small proportion of women who are highly educated and 
progressing only in the direction of professional achievements, not placing equal importance 
to the personal and familial life. This suggests the lack of motivation on part of majority of 
women who join the workforce immediately after graduating from high school or junior 
college as they are not able to earn a respectable job with bright prospects for growth in future. 
These women, instead of career, place more importance on marriage and family life. Therefore, 
in order to change the status quo, drastic improvements are required to ensure gender equality 
in the workplace, less discrimination, better work-life balance policies, improved maternity 
leave policies as well as better childcare facilities to act as an incentive for women to rise above 
the household and family life and increasingly participate in professional labor force. 
 
Portrayal of women in Japanese fiction 
Although portrayal of women in Japanese fiction has its own varied descriptions, however, 
considering the theme of this paper, there is one author whose works need to be mentioned 
here and that is Ariyoshi Sawako. Ariyoshi Sawako (1931-1984) is widely recognized fiction 
writer whose works depict social problems, such as problems concerning elderly people, 
environment and gender discrimination.  
In Wendy Jones Nakanishi’s words, Ariyoshi’s typical protagonist is a woman, her 
environment is her home. Ariyoshi’s heroines rarely stray beyond the boundaries of their 
domestic landscape. The events in their lives are the social customs and obligations- marriage, 
child-rearing, the tending of the aged parents- which have traditionally occupied much of the 
average Japanese woman’s life and continue to do so.  
Japan remains a society where, a woman has traditionally been described, recognized and 
treated primarily as someone’s daughter, wife or mother. The background of feudal Japan has 
been portrayed in her writings where it was customary scarcely to consult a young woman as 
to her own wishes in the matter of a husband. Marriages were usually arranged for families by 
a go-between. The bride was expected to marry into another household chosen for her by her 
family and to serve the parents-in-law with complete devotion and obedience. She was 
supposed to bear the heir of the household and not to complain about her husband’s mistress. 
Ariyoshi truthfully depicts such traditional roles performed by women in her writings such 
as in The Doctor’s Wife (1966, English translation appeared in 1978) and The River Ki (1959, 
English translation appeared in 1981). The Doctor’s wife portrays the life of Kae who gets to 
meet her husband Umpei quite late after marriage, in fact, he is not even present at his own 
marriage ceremony due to his medical studies in Kyoto. As a result, Kae lives with her mother-
in-law Otsugi in the same household and working to serve her as well as her husband by 
earning some money to be sent for his studies. When Umpei returns, the relationship between 
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Kae and Otsugi turns into a rivalry to be the ‘first’ in his life, which brings sacrifice on part of 
Kae and her winning her husband’s love for her.  
Another novel The River Ki, presents another female protagonist Hana who does not 
question Japanese social customs, rather, accepts with all the grace as she can. She serves her 
husband and parents-in-law with complete obedience. She is more intelligent than her husband, 
while at the same time she is maternal as well as submissive in her relationship with her 
husband Keisaku.  
She, having imbibed all womanly virtues in her personality which were expected of her 
according to the contemporary stereotypes, is determined that her children, son Seiichiro and 
daughter Fumio shall also conform to the traditional gender stereotypes. However, in reality 
Seiichiro turns out to be delicate, lacking vitality while Fumio is more mischievous and high-
spirited questioning everything orthodox and traditional.  
Behind the veil of tradition what women suffer is sexual discrimination in society in general 
and in workplace, in particular. Despite the enactment of the Equal Opportunity Law in April 
1986, women are expected to withdraw from full-time employment and upon bearing a child 
which becomes the cause of their being mired into the cycle of more working hours, lower 
wages and that too in the name of a part-time job. It was viewed as self-indulgence on part of 
the woman if she does not marry or bear a child and only focuses on her work, or, even if tries 
to balance her personal and work life.  
This theme is depicted in Ariyoshi’s another writing The Twilight Years (1972, English 
translation in 1984) where the woman protagonist Akiko- a modern working wife and mother- 
enjoys only a superficial, even an illusory improvement in circumstances as compared to the 
preceding generations of Japanese women. When Akiko’s senile father-in-law is rejected by 
community adult-care services, the responsibility to take care of him falls on her shoulders 
who is already a working woman thereby making it difficult for her to juggle between her 
domestic and working responsibilities. (Nakanishi, 2007). 
Thus, her writings portray women as mentally strong full of courage who not only 
delightedly take up traditional roles conferred upon them through the customs of the times but 
also sacrifice for their families without any complaints. They are obedient like a daughter, as 
sexually available as a mistress and as protective of her man’s interest as a doting mother as 
against their husbands who are selfish, childish and spoiled.  
The male characters in her novels often are self-centred oblivious to the emotional 
requirements of their spouse. Like Kae’s husband Umpei benefits from the rivalry between his 
mother and wife while he pretends not to notice. Similarly, in The Twilight Years, Nobutoshi 
male protagonist shows insensitivity towards Akiko’s selflessness in taking care of his father. 
In The River Ki, Keisaku does not care for his wife’s pain at his maintaining mistresses as he 
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tacitly understands that his wife Hana will never question his frequenting his mistresses. 
(Nakanishi, ibid.) 
 
Conclusion 
The theme of this paper is to gain an understanding into women’s attitude towards the 
traditional roles in Japanese society and their efforts for empowerment. Whether it is a middle-
class professional housewife or a single mother, women are fulfilling their roles of being a 
wife or a mother. The conversations by anthropologists with the women suggest that they do 
want to become independent women, gaining their own self-worth and an identity which is 
earned through their own efforts. Still, neglecting the traditional role of a mother is something 
which they would not like to go negotiating. Some find their empowerment in the form of 
fulfilling their familial duties and obligations. 
Considering such attitude of women, there does arises the question that be it practicing tea 
ceremony or finding their status and worth by being a mother, their world revolves around the 
home and family. Their attitudes to their lives and their society are basically conformist. I think 
here Amy Borovoy’s view also finds resonance as she presented in the book ‘The Too-Good 
Wife: Alcohol, Codependency and the Politics of Nurturance in Postwar Japan’ that they go 
by what the society expects of them to maintain harmony with the surroundings and finding 
happiness, personal enjoyment and meaning within these roles. This does indicate as a sign of 
resignation or compromise with the circumstances, unlike the situation where they endeavour 
to carve their own niche in the areas which are primarily considered to be male-dominated and 
continue to break the glass ceiling such as finance, managerial positions. It also implies that 
the reversal of gender roles is not still that much visible in the Japanese society. Women 
empowerment is yet to be seen in real concrete terms among Japanese women.  
In Mariko Tamanoi’s words, tradition is by no means an unambiguous concept. Tradition 
depends upon how the researcher understands the past, and in this respect, tradition is in fact 
“the context”. Furthermore, it was Japanese men who mostly created notions of tradition 
(Tamanoi, 1990). If tradition is to be understood as the context which keeps on changing with 
the changing times, those traditions need to be revised in the new era as the context changes 
in the new era as compared to the previous era. Besides, in the face of declining birth-rate and 
growing aging population has made motherhood as less economic viable for the Japanese 
economy. Women are continuing to work and returning to work after child-birth. Women are 
having ambivalent attitudes concerning marriage and family, as it will take away their freedom 
or leaving them with less disposable income. Despite such changing scenario, the discourse of 
motherhood is hard to resist for Japanese women. 
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